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Hunger and malnutrition is one of the most serious public health problems in the world. Malnutrition is the major cause of deaths worldwide (Burden of Disease Unit, 1996). Malnutrition causes far more deaths than warfare, AIDS, accidents, terrorism, or just about anything else one can think of.

The problem is far less serious in the richer countries of the world than in the poorer countries, but nevertheless it exists. The United States began to “discover” the problem in the 1960s, but the federal government did not really take it seriously until the 1990s. The United States Department of Agriculture has launched a serious ongoing effort to assess what it describes as “food insecurity” in the United States (USDA 1999, 2003).

HAWAII’S HUNGER NUMBERS

There is hunger even in Hawai’i. While there have been fragments of information on this in the past, we now have definitive data for the first time, based on a thorough study undertaken by the state’s Department of Health (Baker 2001). The findings are as follows:

	Food Security Status in Hawai`i

1999-2000
	Number

of

Households
	Number

of

Persons

	  Food Secure
	342,010
	932,169

	  Food Insecure 
	67,812
	221,834

	At-risk of hunger
	50,444
	168,450

	Adult hunger 
	15,009
	41,197

	Child and Adult hunger

Child hunger only 
	1,901

458
	9,964

2,223

	 Hawai`i Population Estimate
	409,822
	1,154,003


The study’s conclusion summarizes: “food insecurity was prevalent in Hawai’i: one in six  (16.4%) households and 1 in 5 (19.2%) individuals experienced either being at risk of hunger or experiencing hunger in 1999-2000. The poor, children, single adult households, and Pacific Islanders were particularly vulnerable.” The accompanying map indicates the geographical distribution of food security. In Waimanalo, Wai’anae, Puna, Kaawa, and Molokai, more than thirty percent of the people live in households that are not sure how they will get their food. Because of the high cost of living, even many people who are not poor, officially, suffer from food insecurity. The data indicate that more than forty thousand adults in Hawai’i suffer from hunger. 

Through its cooperating agencies, the Hawai’i Foodbank feeds over 100,000 different people each week. Their clients are ten times more likely to be hungry than the general public. Many have difficulties in choosing between paying for food and paying for rent or utilities. 

While not extreme by global standards, we do have serious problems of hunger and food insecurity in the state of Hawai’i. Why? There is something very wrong here that requires our attention. 

ROLES OF PRIVATE AND PUBLIC AGENCIES

Charitable organizations in Hawai’i often cannot keep up with the demand for food for needy people. The Hawai’i Foodbank, Aloha Harvest, the Institute for Human Services, Salvation Army, Waikiki Health Center, River of Life Mission, Kau Kau Wagon, and all the others are stretched to their limits. Events such as the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks make things much worse, but the problem persists even in normal times. There is substantial unmet need.

The federal government does its share. More than $250 million comes into the state each year for federally funded nutrition programs such as Food Stamps, School Meals, and the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children, commonly known as WIC.

What is the state government doing about the problem of hunger and related issues, such as poverty and homelessness, in Hawai’i? The state government administers programs such as Food Stamps and WIC, but it is mainly the federal government, not the state, that pays for these programs.

Some might point to the state’s many efforts to create and strengthen employment in tourism and construction, and suggest that higher employment levels in these industries will help the poor and the hungry. There is little evidence to support that view. On the whole, the benefits do not trickle down to the most needy, but stay mainly in Hawaii’s middle class. In many cases outsiders come in to the state to take up the opportunities in these industries. 

Hunger and food insecurity are not simply results of unemployment. Many of the victims are working. Indeed, some have two or three jobs. They suffer not from unemployment, but from underemployment. They don’t get a living wage.

The state has been quick to respond to stress in various industries, but historically the hungry, the homeless, and the poor have hardly been given any official notice. The state government has never sponsored a serious study of poverty in the state. A letter from Roland Halpern to the Honolulu Advertiser on November 19, 2001 suggests that this might be . . . “Because the state doesn’t want to admit there is a problem, especially one like hungry Hawaiians that might offend tourists. After all tourists spend money, poor locals can’t.” 

By global standards, the hunger problem in Hawai’i is not serious. However, given its resources and its capacities, we should expect more from Hawai’i than from, say, a poor country in Africa. We should expect more given the bright image that the Hawai’i Visitors and Convention Bureau projects about the state being a tourist paradise. We need to acknowledge this darker side of paradise if we are ever going to do anything to fix it.

It is not just a matter of avoiding any tarnishing of Hawaii’s image. If a state agency does a definitive study of a problem, the state then becomes obligated to do something about it. For just that reason, some have taken the attitude that the state should not even look at issues such as hunger and poverty. However, the Department of Health study on the issue, described above, together with the endless demand for charitable food, now make the issue of hunger more insistently visible than ever before.

A NEW BEGINNING?

What needs to be done? The federal government already offers a broad variety of nutrition-related programs that help to deal with the problems of food insecurity in the state. There are many charitable feeding programs in place. However, while there is lots of good effort, much of it misses the target. Only a fraction of the people who visit food pantries get food stamps or other federal programs. 

The federal programs and the agencies that provide charity food, such as the Hawai’i Foodbank and the Salvation Army, are doing wonderful work, but they are not solving the hunger problem. There is more to be done than finding food for needy people’s next meal.

The challenge is not to feed people, but to see to it that they live in conditions in which they can provide for themselves. Paradoxically, you don’t solve the hunger problem by feeding people. The task is not simply to establish more feeding programs, but to design a Hawai’i in which all able-bodied people are able to take care of themselves. Regardless of whether we draw on federal resources or charitable giving or local farmer’s markets, the state government that should take the responsibility to assure that no one in the state goes hungry.

In 2002 and early 2003, there was a burst of optimism that the state might at last be ready to face the issue of hunger in Hawai’i. With prodding from interested citizens, the state legislature asked the Office of Planning in the state’s Department of Business, Economic Development, and Tourism to convene a Food Security Task Force, to examine the best ways to ensure food security for Hawaii’s people. As a result of that Task Force’s work (Food Security Task Force 2003), in 2003 the state legislature considered bills to create a permanent State Food Security Council. 

The underlying idea was simple: the council would envision a Hawai’i without hunger, and then try to figure out how to get there. The council would bring together all concerned parties to formulate a coherent strategy for addressing the problem of food insecurity in the state. That work would launch the beginning of the end of hunger in Hawai’i. However, the legislature did not approve the proposal, so the need for a State Food Security Council continues.

If we can’t end hunger in Hawai’i, what hope is there for solving the problem anywhere else? If we address the issue, maybe we can provide a good model for people who struggle with these problems elsewhere.
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